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The Roles of Language, Communication, and Discourse 
in Power:​ ​A series of critical (reaction) essays 
 
Alessia Barbici-Wagner 
Department of Teaching, Learning, and Teacher Education 
University of Nebraska-Lincoln 
 
Abstract 
The following is a conceptual paper consisting of a series of short, critical essays written 
for the “Language and Power” course taught by Professor Loukia K. Sarroub at the University of 
Nebraska-Lincoln during Fall 2019. The purpose of these essays is to understand the power of 
language, communication, and discourse in society and in education. Each essay is itself unique 
and connected to the others and explores the role of language in community and institutional 
settings. Language is intrinsically connected to culture, and most societies show their hierarchal 
power through it. For example, the short essay “‘Ketchup’ with Social Norms” explicitly shows 
how a relationship between a man and a woman could be compromised because of possible 
misunderstandings resulting from the different ways women and men use language in a 
contextualized situation. The essays in this paper draw on the work of social theorists and major 
thinkers such as Ahmed, Bourdieu, Butler, Cameron, Dewey, Foucault, R. Lakoff, and Tannen, 
among others, in connection to a range of topics centered on language as symbolic power and 
symbolic capital and its semiotic meanings. 
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‘Ketchup’ with Social Norms 
That’s not what I meant​ (Tannen, 2011) and “Is there any Ketchup, Vera?” (Cameron, 
1998) treat the same concept of how men and women metaphorically speak a different language, 
but the authors end up giving two different reasons for it. Even when women and men are part of 
the same cultural status and share a similar social context, this miscommunication might happen. 
Most of us grow up with the idea that the key to understanding relationships is through 
conversation. Now we might doubt that conversation can actually save a relationship, but instead 
complicate it more.  
It is not uncommon to hear people complaining about their relationship with a partner 
that does not understand them and can lead to a breakup of long-term relationships. Why did this 
miscommunication between people that live in the same context and culture happen? According 
to Tannen (2011), it is a problem of misunderstanding tied to the difference in gender and/or the 
gender hierarchy that our society created. According to Cameron (1998), it is not a 
misunderstanding but rather a conflict between the two genders.  This conflict is explained 
through the distinction of the male-female gender category, where assumptions — about social 
roles, positions, rights and obligations — mean a great deal. 
Male and female miscommunication has become a myth in our society. There is a general 
idea that women communicate less directly than men; they are more ambiguous due to a lack of 
confidence. Cameron’s example of two co-workers, one male and one female, in which the 
female asks, ‘Where’s your coat?’ and the male answers, ‘Thanks, Mom,’ shows how there are 
different assumptions in play (Cameron, 1998, p. 440), as well as deductive strategies. The 
woman in question was hurt. Her friendly suggestion was misunderstood, and the man gained 
power—he puts her down responding to what he interpreted as a negative remark. He used a 
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deductive strategy dictated by his utilitarian discourse because, in his view, there’s no need to be 
polite and establish a relationship with a coworker (Scollon, R., Scollon, S., & Rodney, 2012). 
This example also shows how some misunderstandings are tactical (de ​Certeau​, 1984) by 
pretending not to understand the real meaning to assert his own position. 
The context of the conversation is also a really important element that should not be 
underestimated. As Fairclough points out, we “should know the social and cultural goings-on 
which the text is part of” (Machin, 2008, p. 63) and the same applies for relationships when 
applying Critical Discourse Analysis. According to Machin (2008), these goings-on include 
“institutionalized habits, procedures, values and the way these are deeply influenced by financial 
matters” in the same way social and power relations are part of our backgrounds. These 
constitute our ‘habitus’ (Bourdieu, 1991) and guide our interactions. It might be true that men 
and women have a different view resulting from their different positions in society, mostly due to 
our habitus inculcated in young age and which is also part of our culture. And “culture, after all, 
is the construction of shared meaning” (Lakoff, 2000). 
This aspect is more evident in the example about the Ketchup (Cameron, 1998), where 
during a family dinner the father/husband asks the question “Is there any Ketchup, Vera?” not 
implying to know if he needed to buy some but with the implicit request or command to Vera to 
fetch the ketchup for him. In this example, we know that the wife got up from the table to go take 
the ketchup for her husband because of the social roles and relations that apply in that context. 
“Language has the means and the medium by which we construct and understand ourselves as 
individuals, as coherent creatures, and also as members of a culture, a cohesive unit” (Lakoff, 
2000). Vera has a sense of obligation towards her husband inculcated as a habitus by the social 
and cultural context where she lives. The same could not be towards her children as Cameron 
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(1998) tells us. Had her children asked the same question of Vera, she could use a different 
strategy answering to her daughter that the ketchup is in the kitchen, assuming that her daughter 
goes to pick up her own condiment. This is applicable as long as there are the right contextual 
conditions.  
 Conflicts between men and women rely on the normative positioning of participants in 
interactions –“whether in interpreting utterances they make use of conflicting assumptions about 
the position a particular speaker in a given situation either is, or ought to be, speaking from; and 
thus hold conflicting beliefs about the right and obligations that are normative in the speaker 
hearer relationship” (Cameron, 1998) – but this does not eliminate the possibility that women 
and men can also misunderstand each other without any conflict taking place. “Language is not 
‘just words.’ It enables us to establish ourselves, as individuals, and as members of groups; it 
tells how we are connected to one another, who has power and who doesn’t... Now more than 
ever language is construed as something worth fighting for, or at least over.” (Lakoff, 2000, p. 
41). Language also creates power relations.  It is important to underline that this conflict that 
Cameron (1998) mentions is not seen as positioning women and men on opposite sides, but it is 
considered a conflict of interest.  
These conflicts and misunderstandings result from the myth we created that men have 
power and women have a subordinate role. We start forming this myth through socialization at 
birth (think gender colors of baby clothes), and parents support and encourage those roles. For 
example, parents give toys such as cars, trucks, superheroes, toy guns and more to boys – 
symbols of strength, masculinity and action that often stimulate motor skills. ​Girls are often 
given dolls and dress-up apparel that foster nurturing, social proximity, and role playing. 
Children then reinforce this socialization through play with the gender-specific toys they are 
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given.  According to Caldera et al.’s study ​(1998), children will most likely choose to play with 
“gender appropriate” toys (or same-gender toys) even when cross-gender toys are available 
because parents give children positive feedback (in the form of praise, involvement, and physical 
closeness) for gender-normative behavior​ Style magazines and, in general, media also help create 
this myth as in articles where they advise women on how to address their bosses in a less 
ambiguous way (being more direct is also a prerogative of a strong personality). We should be 
able to change our habitus in order to change our position in the social context. Moreover, we 
should be able to change the general assumptions that follow women roles in those specific 
social contexts for a better communicative relationship.  
Immigrants and the Pursuit of Happiness 
American people seem not to understand or try to forget that this nation, the United 
States, is a nation of immigrants. Immigration is an integral part of American history that can be 
divided into four epochs that brought distinct and diverse national ethnicities and races to the 
United States: the colonial period, the mid-19th century, the start of the 20th century, and 
post-1965. After the 9/11 terrorist attack to the nation, and most recently after the election of our 
current president, immigration became synonymous with ‘danger’ to our pursuit of happiness 
and our comfort zone​. According to the Immigration Policy Institute (MPI) ​website ​(​Batalova, J., 
2020)​, about 26 percent of ​children have immigrant parents​, living their lives mostly in 
in-betweenness – between two different cultures and worlds.  
Historically, the United States has welcomed immigrants from all parts of the world, and 
it was considered a cultural melting pot. Nowadays, the growing concern related to immigrants is 
in part due to the negative influence of the media, which through their use of metaphors and 
metonymies do nothing but increase and inculcate negative stereotypes about immigrants. After 
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9/11, questions such as “What are you?” or new linguistic forms like “ being wanded” (​Sarroub, 
L. K., 2002) ​—referring to the action of the handheld metal detector at the security gates of 
airports—were minted, while nowadays immigration from Mexico is referred to as a flood. In the 
media, unaccompanied children of immigrants – who should awaken our empathy— are 
dehumanized through anti-immigrant discourses and the use of metaphors that describe them as a 
flood, detainees, criminals and, in some cases, animals.  
In pursuing their happiness, Americans see these new individuals as a threat to their way 
of life. As Ahmed S. points out in her book ​The promise of happiness​ (2010), “multiculturalism 
is what makes people unhappy,” forcing people from an outside group to be integrated into an 
already established group and ruining the existing harmony. According to Ahmed (2010), to 
make people happier means to make societies more cohesive. The only solution seems to be to 
“put glue back into communities.” Here “happiness is imagined as social glue.” To achieve this, 
immigrants should be reoriented to American norms, values, and practices. According to 
Bourdieu (1991), non-dominant groups will need to adapt to acquire new cultural capital or 
habits to thrive in the new society, even if they maintain the habitus of their cultural 
communities. 
Nevertheless, we witness that immigrant children that attend American schools tend to 
find themselves in a space “in-between;” in a state that may not satisfy the expectation of the 
community where they live. Especially after the 9/11 national terrorist attack, most Arab 
American communities had to re-present themselves and answer the question “So, what are 
you?” (​Sarroub, L. K., 2002) in order to survive. They live their lives in a constant Foucauldian 
panopticon, where they are at the center of the observation and racial judgment.  
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Even TV talk shows don’t give them social justice. A recent study of Jay Leno 
of ​NBC​'s ​The Tonight Show ​(Ana O. S., 2009) showed and analyzed the anti-immigrant jokes’ 
effects on a national television audience in 2006. These shows together with news and other 
media do nothing but feed the anti-immigrant feelings by promoting intolerance. Through those 
jokes, Jay Leno was able to give relief to his audience which was assisting at the political Great 
May Day Marches of 2006​1​, ​since jokes tend to address topics that carry emotional weight for 
the audience. According to Ana’s (2009) article, when someone laughs at those jokes he/she 
feels “asset superiority over someone who we deem to be our inferior.” In his jokes immigrants 
become beasts, prostitutes and a national danger when, for example, he joked that “Mexicans 
have so many children that they will soon overrun the United States,” he is able to dehumanize 
the immigrants and to underestimate their effort to find happiness. When people laugh at his 
jokes, they align themselves with the comedian while distancing themselves with the subject of 
the joke (the butt of the joke.) 
A better utilitarian ethical solution to the “problem” of illegal immigration that might 
help all of us pursue our happiness without racial or ethnic distinction would be to reform the 
naturalization process for U.S. citizenship. As part of the naturalization process, applicants for 
U.S. citizenship must pass a two-part naturalization test. The first component is an English test 
that assesses the applicant’s ability to read, write, and speak in the language. The second, a civic 
test, evaluates the applicant’s knowledge of U.S. history and government. Unfortunately, this 
process is discriminatory because it is only offered in the English language despite the fact that 
there is no official language of the United States and that there are tens of millions of people 
living in the U.S. that speak a language other than English.  
1 ​In 2006-2007, millions of people participated in protests over a proposed change to U.S. immigration 
policy. Great May Marches of 2006 estimated 5 million people marched in more than 100 cities across the country 
(Ana O. S., 2009)  
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In ​Creating Capabilities, ​the author Nussbaum (2013)​ ​argues that we need to refocus our 
idea about development on the scale of individuals. Development of a society and its happiness 
is not about how rich the nation is, but rather it is about whether people can live in a way worthy 
of human dignity. We cannot expect immigrants to abandon their culture and their language, but 
rather we should think that those will enrich ours. 
Culture Turns Deadly 
The general nervousness and doubts that an airplane passenger typically has before 
boarding the aircraft is not alleviated or made easier by reading the seventh chapter of ​Outliers 
(2013). In this era, where distances among countries are made shorter by the use of planes as a 
means of faster transportation, it seems that ethnic differences can instead cause a distance issue 
for dialogue among the plane crew and eventually lead to the crash of the plane. The same 
question that Gladwell (2013)aises: ​"Why is the fact that each of us comes from a culture with its 
own distinctive strengths and weaknesses, tendencies and predispositions, so difficult to 
acknowledge?" (p.221) is a question that people in general should ask themselves, but especially 
colleagues in a workplace. Bourdieu (1991) says that cultures are part of the baggage of habitus 
that grows inside of us and makes us who we are. It would seem that according to this idea we 
are able to change our cultural habitus and avoid such incidents. 
In this chapter, Gladwell (2013) analyzes the reason why plane crashes happen and, 
astonishingly, he realizes that this is not always an engine malfunction, weather or personal 
failure, but a more serious and catastrophic failure to understand and acknowledge cultural 
differences. According to R. & S. Scollon (2012), there are four major factors in intercultural 
communication: 1) Ideology formed by the history and the worldview such as beliefs, values and 
religion; 2) Socialization; 3) Form of discourse (such as the function of language, the non-verbal 
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communication) and; 4) Face system, meaning a social organization not only inside the family 
and the community, but also in the society where you live.  All these factors are important and 
should not be underestimated regardless of the situation. In one example given in Scollon’s 
(2012) article, these cultural differences between pilot and copilots resulted in an ambiguous 
communication that led to the plane actually crashing.  
Korean Air flight 801 was taking a route from Seoul to Guam and was piloted by an 
experienced captain who was also familiar with the route. Yet the plane never reached its 
destination, eventually crashing into the side of a mountain. By the late 1990s, the airline had a 
terrible reputation for crashing – it had 17 times more crashes per million departures than any 
American airline. Transcripts of the crashes covered in this chapter show how ambiguous or 
non-direct communication was a major factor in the crash. “When we ignore culture, planes 
crash,” the root of such attitudes is cultural.  
In this particular case, the respectful speech dictated by hierarchal Korean and Chinese 
cultures might be appropriate for most situations; however, in the cockpit of an airplane running 
low on fuel and looking for an alternative route around out of bad weather necessitated clear and 
direct speech or “transmitted oriented” – a communication that considers the responsibility of the 
speaker to communicate ideas clearly and unambiguously. A utilitarian communication, as in the 
sense of Scollon, R. & S.(2012), is a communication that has a purpose and, in this case, would 
have been useful to eliminate ambiguity.  
Cultures seem to be a baggage of habitus; we grow with the idea of hierarchy, respect, 
individualism and more. Changing that habitus for Bourdieu (1991) seems impossible. At the 
end of the chapter, David Greenberg, an outsider from Delta Air Lines, was able to change that 
cultural habitus, at least in that specific context or “market place.”  “Language was the filter” – 
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he did not assume that legacies are an indelible part of the whole like Bourdieu (1991). Instead, 
he taught those people the English language, thereby giving them an “alternate identity” where 
they could forget their culture and act accordingly. They transformed their relationships to their 
new work environment. In that context, they received “education” (as a formal teaching and 
learning) and were “enculturated” (socialized, or informal teaching and learning, as a way to 
learn from colleagues or observation), while at the same time “acculturated” (when two different 
cultures come into contact and the stronger or more powerful influences the other) (Scollon, R. 
& S., 2012.) 
It might appear that the Korean crew was able to use strategies, in a de Courteau way, 
that allowed them to push away their hierarchy culture only during their work time.  Or, in a 
Bourdieu way, they were able to transform their “self” into another self on that specific occasion. 
Nevertheless, the issue was resolved and with the introduction of the English language and the 
American individualistic “transmitter orientation” communication, the Korean “receiver 
oriented” – where it is up to the listener to make sense of what is being said— was able to be 
modified to save airplanes and above all lives.  
A Positive Perspective for the Children of Immigrants 
Immigrant and refugee children in the U.S. have to face many difficulties due not only to 
the adaptation of their family to their new situation, but also in seeking acceptance by the 
community in the “white public spaces” where they moved and live or where they were born. 
They are trying to integrate into the American social and educational system, trying to overcome 
the ethnic and racial barriers of a white society that are perpetuated by media bias and those who 
are in power. These children have to live with their contradictions, simultaneities, and conflicts 
in order to be accepted and help their family to be accepted and integrated. These children, in 
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their struggle for survival, will end up learning early on that they must sacrifice their own desires 
for the good of the family.  
Those who are the children of immigrants in the U.S. seem to live two lives in limbo 
between their origins and monolingual families and immersed in their new American culture. 
Those children who moved here as immigrants or, worse, refugees are trying to adapt themselves 
to a completely new situation and simultaneously learn a new linguistic capital as well as 
creating a new habitus that will make them integrate in the new system to become legitimate 
participants in society. In the “New Immigrant Youth Interpreting in White Public Space” 
(Reynolds & Orellana, 2009), bilingual children of monolingual immigrants act as interpreters 
and translators of the language for their parents who have limited capabilities to understand and 
speak the language. In doing so, these children live with adult responsibilities. 
Bakhtin’s (Holquist, M., 2002) concept of dialogism as “the notion that words carry 
histories and ideologies that frame subsequent interactions as they unfold ontologically” 
(Reynolds & Orellana, 2009) is important in this context to understand how these young 
interpreters negotiate the different and often unknown linguistic registers to convey their 
messages. Bakhtin’s (Holquist, M., 2002) dialogism highlights a dialectic relationship between 
human beings and social contexts. When they decide the words they are translating or 
para​-phrasing for their family, they also become authors of “discourse” that is dialogic since 
they are negotiating based on their needs and the resources made available to them from their 
families and society. 
At the same time, while providing service and surveillance “within overdetermined 
interpreter-mediated practice” they live in a state of anxiety due to the task they are asked to do. 
According to Foucault (1975), they are now the center of a spectacle that sees those little 
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interpreters observed, analyzed and judged by their own monolingual parents and those who are 
interacting with them in the white public space. Both children who came in the U.S. as 
immigrants/refugees and those who are from an immigrant family but born in the U.S. will soon 
learn to use the strategies and tactics, per de Certeau (1984), as a way of operating in the world 
in order to obtain resources or to avoid inconvenient situations more often related to their 
unequal positions. 
People normally live with the struggle against external definitions or judgment of their 
thoughts and actions, which produce an effect on them. Those children have to struggle to be part 
of their new community to help their families survive, but mostly they struggle to find a meaning 
that will suit both sides of their auditorium (e.g. customers/salesclerk, or students/teacher). They 
find themselves standing in the middle of a conversation between two languages mediating 
conversations for their own or their families’ social survival. By engaging mostly with adults in 
positions of power, these children often conduct dialogues that will shape their perception of 
reality and their habitus while developing register-specific competencies by forging new roles 
and identities.  
According to Bakhtin (Holquist, M., 2002), w​e are always in dialogue with others and 
everything else in the world. Each of us is uniquely situated in a particular place and time in the 
world. One can see one’s exterior only through others’ perspectives from which one can produce 
something new or enriching. And this is the positive perspective of those children. In the end, 
these children will have more to offer our society than the children that never had to develop 
those specific strategies or tactics.  
Dialogism in the New Technological Era 
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Living in the new technological era, where dialogue and in-person interactions between 
people are gradually diminishing in favor of electronic communication, one must ask if the ideas 
of the main French thinkers such as de Certeau, Bakhtin or Bourdieu would have changed. If the 
concepts of habitus, dialogism or, in general, the idea of the ordinary language would have been 
revisited. The relationship between technology, dialogue and the self must be explored in order 
to analyze how they differ when compared to the era without digital technologies. Do mass 
media, blogs, and platforms like Facebook, Twitter and Instagram diminish or enhance 
opportunities for dialogue?  
Dialogism, according to Bakhtin (Holquist, M., 2002) is “unthinkable outside its relation 
to language” and this relation is dialogic or based on the dialogue between people. ‘Speaking’ 
and ‘exchange’ are essential aspects of dialogue. Bakhtin’s (Holquist, M., 2002) concept of 
dialogue appears to see speakers in a conversation face-to-face, which seems impossible for this 
particular era where most of the conversation are actuated by electronic communication.  
Electronic communication seems to prioritize information over genuine conversation 
among humans. We see posts on Facebook that report the latest news or trends where the extent 
of most interactions is a ‘like’ or an emoji to express dissent or approval. Communication by text 
messaging seems to have suffered the same reductive effect. The habitus (Bourdieu, 1991) of the 
people that are using the machine for everyday communication is changing accordingly. They 
now transform their habitus to adapt new tactics and strategies (de Certeau, 1984). Politicians 
often use Twitter as a strategy (art of the strong), not only as social recognition, but also as a way 
of operating in the world and to gain more power. In particular, Twitter is an effective, low-cost 
tool of power through which politicians can share messages among their followers, 
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self-promoting and criticizing their opponents/critics. Tactics (art of the weak) are employed by 
the many who use the internet to steal other people’s resources (scammers, identity thieves). 
Many perceive the threats of the new interaction through technologies at the expense of 
one’s identity revolving around anonymity. Many psychologists suggest that technology leads to 
distant human relationships and eventually leads to solitude. Others think that it also can lead to 
a culture of individualism and narcissism. The Internet becomes the new “panopticon” where 
participants become the center of the attention and judgment by the onlookers (Foucault, 1975). 
Consequently, those who post feel the pressure the society places on the content they create. 
However, all of those views do not seem to support or accommodate genuine dialogue among 
people. 
According to this pessimistic analysis, humans are tempted to succumb to the power of 
the technology at the expense of human relationships. At the same time, it could be that digital 
technologies actually have the potential to create a new form of dialogue. Referred to as 
“telelogic communication,” this new type of dialogue occurs between people that communicate 
electronically.  
For example, schools are introducing new digital technologies that expand the dialogue 
among students. Technologies and pedagogy are starting to work together to improve the 
educational experience. Google translate is improving every day, helping to translate or 
communicate with foreign languages. Foreign barriers seem to be getting smaller. 
Teleconferences can help reach different parts of the globe to interact in a dialogue. 
In conclusion, technologies do not eliminate the relationship and the dialogue among 
humans, but they do change the way it is conceived. Bakhtin (Holquist, M., 2002) talks about a 
dialogue at the boundaries between inner and outer human experience. You need not be 
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physically present to have a dialogue with someone – technology can assist in this endeavor at 
either the inner or outer experience.  
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